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Abstract 
A relatively neglected area of research on agrarian and economic change is the role of 
indigenous concepts of labour value in the transition from subsistence to market production. 
In West New Britain Province, Papua New Guinea, the presence of a migrant population on 
an oil palm land settlement scheme (LSS) in close proximity to village-based oil palm 
growers, provided an opportunity to examine changing notions of labour value through the 
lens of smallholder productivity. Voluntary settlers on the LSS are experiencing population 
pressure and are highly dependent on oil palm for their livelihoods. In contrast, customary 
landowners in village settings produce oil palm in a situation of relative land abundance. By 
examining differences in how these two groups practise and value commodity production, the 
paper makes four key points. First, concepts of labour value are not static and involve 
struggles over how labour value is defined. Second, the transition to market-based notions of 
labour value can undermine labour’s social value with a consequent weakening of social 
relationships within and between families. Third, Theories of Value developed in western 
contexts and used to frame development policies and projects in the developing world are 
often inappropriate and even harmful to the welfare of communities that have different 
registers of value. Fourth, in response to Point 3, and following Rigg (2007), there is a need 
for ‘theorising upwards’ using empirical data from the developing world to inform theory 
rather than applying to the developing world models of sociality and economy developed in 
western contexts. 
 
KEY WORDS social embeddedness; relational economy; agrarian change; socio-cultural 
change; smallholder cash crops; performativity; labour value 
 
Introduction 
This paper extends relational concepts of economy to examine labour value, a key theoretical 
concept in development, especially in the promotion and facilitation of market-based 
development such as export commodity crops. By extending relational concepts of the 
economy to valuing labour, the paper brings into analysis labour’s social value. This enables 
2 
 
us to move beyond under-socialised and universal theories of labour value such as the 
Marxist theory of labour value or the supply and demand determinants of neo-classical 
economics that have influenced much of the writing on, and interpretation of, socio-
economies in both developed and developing countries. By unpacking these other values, 
which are intimately bound up in local constructions of sociality and economy, we can gain 
better insights for theorising about processes of socio-economic change and meanings of 
development in the developing world. 
 
To explore alternative notions of labour value, we draw on recent advances on the social 
embeddedness and relational dimensions of economy, and on our fieldwork in Papua New 
Guinea (PNG) over many years. Much of this work on relational perspectives of economies is 
an outcome of cross fertilisation of disciplinary perspectives, especially from sociology and 
anthropology, and has considerable potential to contribute to new theoretical concepts in 
development geography and development practice more generally. Whilst the literature on 
the social embeddedness of economic activity is beginning to stimulate discussions in 
geography on the relational aspects of the economy, it remains rare for geographers to 
conceive of alternative notions of labour value. 
 
Alternative ways of valuing labour that are discussed in this paper arise from several sources: 
(1) labour’s performance as distinct from its product; (2) its value as an item in the gift 
economy directly, that is, its value outside the market economy (the gift of labour); and (3) 
labour’s indirect value in the gift economy as its exchange value in the market economy is 
realised to acquire cash, commodities, or other items that are subsequently transformed into 
gifts during later circuits of exchange. These other values of labour are determined by, and 
determine, personhood and individual and group social identity. They also determine the 
extent of engagement of labour in commodity production which has implications for 
agricultural development projects aimed at increasing smallholder income by raising labour 
productivity. 
 
To explore alternative notions of labour value, the paper presents a case study of two groups 
of oil palm smallholders in West New Britain Province, PNG: migrant settlers who have been 
removed from their village socio-economies, and customary landowners living in nearby 
villages where indigenous social and economic networks and cultural practices are still 
central to everyday life. The case study examines how indigenous ways of valuing labour 
interact with commodity production and exchange to influence farming strategies and shows 
how changing concepts of labour value under recent rapid socio-economic and cultural 
change are leading to shifts in indigenous and intra-household relations of production and the 
way smallholders produce oil palm. For one group of smallholders – settlers on an oil palm 
land settlement scheme – concepts of labour value are in a state of flux as their cash needs 
increase because of economic/land pressure and as the allure of modernity leads to changing 
aspirations, thereby altering pre-existing indigenously defined generational and kinship-based 
determinants of labour value. We return to consider the implications of the findings for 
development theory and practice in the concluding discussion. 
 
Social embeddedness, relational concepts of economy, and labour value 
Concepts of the social embeddedness of the economy have a long history in the social 
sciences from the early work of Malinowski (1919) and Mauss ([1925] 1974) on gift 
exchange through Karl Polanyi’s (1944; Polanyi et al., 1957) insightful work on the social 
embeddedness of economies, to a diverse array of recent approaches (see further discussion). 
Polanyi’s pioneering work revealed that how an economy is constituted depends on the way it 
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is embedded in society, thereby allowing for a range of possible economic-societal 
formations (see Granovetter, 1985; Zukin and DiMaggio, 1990; Hefner, 1998; Block, 2001). 
He also drew attention to the multiple logics operating simultaneously in economic decision-
making, which belie the presumed social neutrality of economic transactions and decision-
making that inform both structuralist and functionalist interpretations of economy (Swedberg, 
1994). Research on the social dimensions of economic activity has demonstrated, for 
example, the importance of social networks for building trust and channelling knowledge and 
information which are ultimately implicated in business success at a variety of spatio-
temporal scales (for example, Platteau, 1994a; 1994b; Amin and Thrift, 1995; Misztal, 1996; 
Thrift and Olds, 1996; Leyshon et al., 1998; Yeung, 2005; 2009; Sidaway, 2007; Turner, 
2007). 
 
With the rise of poststructural approaches, Polanyi’s work is becoming more influential in 
geography and contributing to new ways of thinking about economy and society (for 
example, Thrift, 1996; Leyshon, 1997; Hart, 2001; Bahelt and Glückner, 2003; Boggs and 
Rantisi, 2003; Curry, 2003; 2005; Ettlinger, 2003; Hess, 2004; Kirwan, 2004; Gill, 2005; 
Hughes, 2005; Smith and Stenning, 2006). Gibson-Graham’s diverse economies group 
employs an anti-capitalocentric discourse to make visible non-capitalist practices and 
relations that have been obscured by a capitalocentric discourse (Gibson-Graham, 1996; 
McKay, 2009). While perhaps a little too uncritical of the capacity of non-capitalist practices 
to sustain exploitative gendered and generational relations, the approach is clearly based on 
concepts of social embeddedness. 
 
Another group encompasses an array of approaches that could loosely be called the hybrid 
economies perspective (Nederveen Pieterse, 1994; Nabudere, 1997; Simon, 1998; 2007; 
Perreault, 2003), which has some parallels with postdevelopment theory (Crush, 1995; 
Escobar, 1995; Rahmena and Bawtree, 1997; Esteva and Prakesh, 1998; Nederveen Pieterse, 
2000). Postdevelopment theory, like the hybrid economies perspective, challenges the 
universalism and reductionism of western-derived models of development. However, where 
postdevelopment seeks to reject development, the hybrid economies perspective recognises 
that a diverse set of logics can co-exist simultaneously and that introduced elements of the 
market economy can be conditioned by indigenous economic and social logics. In the Pacific, 
an extensive literature recognises that a range of alternative modernities can emerge. Much of 
this research has stressed the role of indigenous or pre-colonial economic logics and social 
values in shaping contemporary forms of socio-economy and values (for example, Carrier 
and Carrier, 1989; Thomas, 1991; Banks, 1999; Goddard, 2000; Imbun, 2000; van der Grijp, 
2004; Sahlins, 2005; Barclay, 2006; Minnegal and Dwyer, 2007; Cahn, 2008; Curry and 
Koczberski, 2009; Thornton et al., 2010; Bainton, 2011). These approaches have done much 
to counter metanarratives of an all powerful globalising and totalising capitalism that 
contaminates or obliterates non-capitalist socio-economic forms. 
 
While some readings of social embeddedness of economies might be considered 
instrumentalist in the sense that they are read solely for their material significance, such as 
their capacity to generate income or profits, it is also important to recognise that they 
generate other forms of value which, while less tangible, generate significant value in terms 
of emotional well-being and life satisfaction for individuals and communities. Moreover, the 
concept of social embeddedness is sometimes construed as showing that the economy and 
society can be separate entities. For instance, Jones (2008) questions the usefulness of the 
concept of social embeddedness because he argues that it allows a separation of the two, 
when they cannot be separated. However, in economic geography there is growing 
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recognition of the inseparability of society and economy: ‘… the economy is intensely social 
and the social is intensely economic’ (Curry, 2003, 419; see also Lee, 2006). In this paper, we 
use the concept of embeddedness as a tool for examining the strength of co-constitution of 
economic and social forms. 
 
Recent explorations of the social embeddedness of economic activity are leading to a 
growing, though still nascent, theoretical sense of the relational aspects of the economy and 
associated alternative notions of labour value. However, as Lee (2006, 417) points out, ‘an 
explicit entanglement with value is relatively rare in economic geography’. Perhaps this is so 
because universal theories of labour value have held so much sway in the discipline that other 
conceptions of labour value have not been given much consideration. Despite the rise of 
poststructuralist perspectives, the Marxist theory of labour value and concepts of labour value 
from neo-classical economics are perhaps so deeply ingrained in our thinking that it is 
difficult to conceive of other notions of labour value. In attempting to overcome constraints 
on thinking about value, Lee (2006, 415) identifies three linked notions of value as follows: 
 
• value – the . . . life-sustaining things, ideas, relations and practices consumed, 
exchanged, and produced in circuits of value; 
• Theories of Value – transcendent interpretations of the origins and nature of Value 
(such as those deriving from labour or energy Theories of Value, for example) 
brought to bear on, and contested in, the practice, performance, and regulation of 
economic life; 
• values – the forms of life, relations, things, thoughts, and practices that are held dear 
and are considered to be inalienable. 
 
For Lee’s first notion of value (life-sustaining value), this may take multiple forms, including 
ideas, money, labour power, things, etc. The question for Lee is how value, values, and 
societal reproduction are linked, and what this means for Theories of Value, which ‘may, or 
may not, be validated in social practice or imposed in political practice.’ (2006, 415). On a 
related point, Lee asserts that: ‘[i]f value is to be exchanged, it must be valued by both 
producer and consumer and hence validated in terms of social reproduction … many different 
notions of Value may serve this purpose.’ (2006, 416). For us, this suggests three key points 
that are relevant to our PNG research: (1) notions of value may be contested; (2) when values 
change, then validation may not occur as competing notions of value jockey for ascendancy; 
and (3) universal theories of value are not the only yardsticks for measuring value, a point, of 
course, that was recognised by Marx himself. 
 
Miller (2008) also reminds us that some anthropologists, like Strathern (1990), have accepted 
that it is difficult to reconcile a Marxian universal source of labour value with relativist 
conceptions of labour: 
 
in some regions there is neither evidence nor reason to conceive of value as 
based in labour, and that a population is neither deluded or ideologically 
warped in refusing to see value from this perspective. (Miller, 2008, 1123). 
 
Both Lee and Miller’s views are relevant to our case study of changing notions of labour 






Networks of exchange and reciprocity – the gift-commodity distinction 
To bring into focus other sources of value in our analysis of smallholder oil palm and to 
highlight the co-constitution of the social and the economic, we use as a heuristic device the 
conceptual framework of the gift-commodity distinction to tease out alternative notions of 
value that have been overshadowed by universal theories of labour value. Table 1 summarises 
key differences between gifts and commodities. The gift-commodity distinction is a useful 
concept for it enables us to make alternative readings of production, distribution and 
exchange to understand how these are implicated in different forms of value concerned with 
constructions of identity and personhood. Like social embeddedness, the gift-commodity 
distinction is sometimes understood as an immutable duality involving two distinct sets of 
socio-economic relationships and values. We adopt a less rigid distinction in which the 
varying social contexts of transactions can shift the meaning of an exchange in either 
direction along a gift-commodity continuum. As Gregory (1982, 116) states: ‘[a] thing is now 
a gift, now a commodity, depending on the social context of the transaction. …  things 
assume different social forms at different times and in different places’. 
 
Table 1. Key characteristics of gifts and commodities at each end of the gift-commodity continuum.   
Gift transactions Commodity transactions 
Item exchanged is inalienable Item exchanged is alienable 
Social act (in certain contexts can be an  
asocial or aggressive act) 
Non-social act 
Reciprocal dependence between  
transactors 
Reciprocal independence between  
transactors 
Individual or group is the transacting party Individual including individual business  
entity (e.g., firm) is the transacting party 
Social relationships between  
transacting individuals created or  
maintained 
Does not alter the social relationship  
between transacting individuals 
Transaction alters the social relationship 
between the social groups with which  
each party to the transaction is affiliated 
Transaction does not alter the social  
relationships between the social groups with w  
each party to the transaction is  
affiliated 
Future social and economic obligations  
created 
No future social and economic obligations  
created 
Important for creation of social identity Not important for social identity 
Labour value may not be important Labour value is important 
Ill-defined boundary of proprietary interests Unified bounded entity  
Inclusive ownership Exclusive ownership 
 
 
The ambiguity between gifts and commodities means that for any given exchange 
transaction, there is potentially a commodity value and a gift value, with the two values 
present within the one transaction. This paradoxical situation arises because of the different 
way that both parties to an exchange transaction view and vest meaning and value in that 
transaction. While it is likely in most cases both parties will view relative values in the same 
way because of their shared cultural and social backgrounds, the possibility remains that one 
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party may see the transaction weighted more as a commodity transaction while the other sees 
it weighted towards a gift transaction. For example, a villager who purchases an item in a 
foreign-owned store in town is unlikely to perceive any gift value in the transaction, and nor 
will the store proprietor, but the same transaction made in a village store managed by a 
relative is likely to have a much higher gift value (Curry, 1999). What is important, however, 
is that the relative weight of the gift value vis-à-vis the commodity value will be highly 
context dependent and may be contested, especially during periods of rapid socioeconomic 
and cultural change. 
 
One must not assume that because gift transactions are not market transactions and the items 
exchanged have often not been produced under capitalist relations of production, they must 
therefore be inherently more equitable, fairer or nobler than capitalist relations of production 
or market exchange relations. Gift exchange can be an effective mechanism for the 
systematic reproduction of socio-economic inequalities and status hierarchies across 
generations, genders and kinship groups (for example, Carrier and Carrier, 1989; Nihill, 
1991; Weiner, 1992; Curry, 1997). As Sahlin’s remarked, ‘everywhere in the world the 
indigenous category for “exploitation” is “reciprocity” ’ (1972, 134). 
 
Field site 
Fieldwork was carried out among oil palm smallholders in the Hoskins oil palm project area 
on the north coast of West New Britain Province (WNB) (Figure 1). With over 55 000 ha 
planted to oil palm, the industry dominates the rural economy and oil palm is by far the most 
important smallholder commodity crop. 
 
Commercial plantings began at Hoskins in the late 1960s following a World Bank 
recommendation that oil palm on a nucleus estate-smallholder model be introduced to WNB 
to diversify the agricultural economy and increase the export income of PNG (Koczberski et 
al., 2009). The model allowed for the establishment of smallholder land settlement schemes 
(LSSs), initially at Hoskins in 1968 and then at Bialla in 1972. Settlers were recruited to the 
LSSs from many parts of PNG and acquired individual 99 year state agricultural leases over 
blocks ranging from 6 to 6.5 ha. Since the establishment of the Hoskins LSS, population 
density has risen from 5.9 persons per block in the 1970s to 13.3 per block in 2000 to an 
estimated 18 persons per block in 2010. Rapid population growth has led to considerable 
social and economic pressures particularly when oil palm prices are low. 
 
 




The LSSs were viewed as major vehicles for increasing export agricultural production, 
integrating Papua New Guineans into cash crop production, and as a way to relieve 
population pressures in some rural areas (Hulme, 1984). The Australian Administration also 
considered that the establishment of LSSs would lead to an individualised land tenure system 
that would replace customary land tenure grounded in kinship (Hulme, 1984). It was also 
assumed that the resettlement of Papua New Guineans on LSSs would induce a switch from a 
subsistence-based economy to a market economy in which the production of export cash 
crops would encourage smallholders to become intensive agriculturalists working their own 
land. In this vision, settlers through their experiences on the LSSs, would come to realise the 
social and economic benefits of individualised land tenure and market relations of production 
and exchange. It was thought that the LSSs would provide a model of development that 
would, in time, spread to other regions of PNG. 
 
This vision of nuclear families working their own land ran counter to the extended family 
networks involved in subsistence production where the primary motivating forces were not 
profit driven. The realisation of the vision therefore relied on the transformation of not only 
indigenous values regarding land tenure and relations of production, distribution and 
exchange, but also an ontological transformation of the very nature of social being and 
identity grounded in relational identities. For the administration, the vision would overcome 
the common western view at the time of indigenous people in the developing world: the 
indolent native as an economically irrational decision-maker, poorly skilled, uneducated, 
superstitious and lacking commitment to export cash crop production. 
 
As the industry expanded with company plantation development and settlers producing oil 
palm on the LSS, village families living on customary land surrounding the nucleus estates 
were encouraged to plant 2 ha plots of oil palm as part of the Village Oil Palm (VOP) 
scheme. Planting by customary landowners was negligible in the early years, but has 
increased significantly over the past 20 years, especially since the decline of cocoa and copra 
as cash crops. Most VOP growers are involved in a diverse range of livelihood activities in 
addition to oil palm production. They also remain very much engaged in the subsistence 
economy and much of the village cultural infrastructure remains intact. 
 
Methods 
The qualitative data underpinning the study draws on several fieldtrips to WNB from 1994 to 
2008. Qualitative data were obtained using a range of methodologies including: (1) informal 
interviews with LSS and VOP smallholder households; (2) collection of smallholder 
household biographies; (3) field observations of smallholders working in their oil palm plots 
and food gardens, and (4) structured interviews with key agricultural extension 
managers/officers of the Oil Palm Industry Corporation (OPIC), the government agricultural 
extension services for smallholder farmers. Qualitative data collection focused on developing 
an understanding of: inter- and intra-household relations of production and how they 
influenced the production and livelihood strategies of families; the meanings and values 
attached to labour and labour exchange; social mechanisms utilised to mobilise labour in 
commodity crop production; and changing indigenous and household labour relations of 
production. These qualitative data, involving extensive periods of fieldwork and ethnographic 
techniques, provided the contextual understanding for interpreting the quantitative production 






Total monthly production data from March 1998 to October 2003 for plantations, settlers 
(LSS), and villagers (VOP) were collated from the company plantation database and the 
smallholder production and payment records.1 Monthly yield data for smallholders required 
calculating the area of smallholder oil palm in production each year by using palm census 
surveys undertaken periodically by the oil palm extension agency, OPIC (Oil Palm Industry 
Corporation).2 Total monthly production for plantations, settlers, and villagers was divided by 
area under cultivation to provide monthly yield data in tonnes per ha. These data were then 
smoothed with a 3 month moving average. Monthly prices received by smallholders for oil 
palm fruit paid over this period were obtained from OPIC records. These data were also 
smoothed with a 3 month moving average. 
 
The five years of monthly yield data are for 15 000 ha of plantations and 14 326 ha of 
smallholders (4500 smallholder blocks of which 3000 were LSS settler blocks and 1500 were 
VOP blocks). The purpose of including the plantation data was to provide a baseline with 
which to examine variations in smallholder productivity through time while controlling for 
variability in production due to environmental factors. The plantation company applies all the 
inputs like fertiliser and pest control, and palms are fully harvested. Plantation production is 
what could be achieved by smallholders if they were to apply all the management inputs and 
fully harvest their palms. 
 
Oil palm and indigenous concepts of labour value 
Smallholders follow a fortnightly harvesting schedule, and Fresh Fruit Bunches (FFB) must 
be processed by the milling company within three days of being harvested, or oil quality 
declines. The heavy task of harvesting FFB is usually the work of men, with elderly males 
relying on their sons or other male relatives to harvest tall palms. FFB are carted by 
wheelbarrow to the roadside edge of the block where they are stacked in nets ready for 
collection by the milling company truck. The oil palm fruitlets (the ‘loose fruit’) that scatter 
on the ground after being dislodged from the main bunch during harvesting are gathered by 
females of all ages and are carried to the roadside collection point. Payment for FFB is made 
to the male ‘owner’/ leaseholder, while women are paid for loose fruit (Koczberski, 2007). 
 
Given the large amount of work associated with harvesting the typical 6 ha oil palm block in 
the fortnightly three-day window before a harvest pick-up, access to family and extrafamilial 
labour is critical for maintaining production. Co-operative intra- and inter-household labour 
amongst co-resident households underpins oil palm production. This type of labour 
mobilisation is referred to locally as wok bung wantaim (working together), at both an intra- 
and inter-household level, with the participation of all or most adult members of co-resident 
households working together on an oil palm harvest. The wok bung wantaim production 
strategy is a highly centralised form of production whereby the male head of the block, 
typically the father and leaseholder, mobilises family and co-resident household labour, 
allocates specific harvesting tasks to family members, and is responsible for the distribution 
of oil palm income amongst labourers. The high level of labour cooperation ensures an 
adequate labour supply for harvesting, which is particularly important during high crop 
periods.3 For the wok bung wantaim production strategy to function successfully, the male 
head of the block requires skills in coordinating and managing labour, maintaining his 
authority on the block, and meeting his social obligations to people who provide labour. 
 
The wok bung wantaim production strategy used in oil palm production emerged from the 
labour strategies underpinning subsistence production. Generally, for heavy, labour-intensive 
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subsistence tasks such as the cutting, clearing, and fencing of new food gardens, the planting 
and harvesting of root crops, house building or the preparation of communal feasts, the 
lineage and often other members of the broader kinship group contribute labour. These large 
co-operative work groups in which the labour of the extended family and kinship group is 
mobilised to perform intensive agricultural or community work are commonly used by rural 
households in PNG4 (Waddell and Krinks, 1968; Hide, 1981; Modjeska, 1982; Foster, 1995). 
These same indigenous strategies for mobilising labour for subsistence production have been 
carried over into cash crop production to ensure an adequate labour supply for harvesting, 
which is particularly important during high crop periods. For village oil palm producers, and 
to a lesser extent, settler households (see further discussion), cooperative intra and inter-
household labour arrangements amongst co-resident households underpin oil palm 
production. 
 
Labour contributions to subsistence production both structure and are structured by kinship 
and social relationships. They can be on a balanced reciprocal basis where a labour 
contribution is later reciprocated with a similar gift of labour as often happens amongst 
agnatic individuals and groups in patrilineal societies. Some are based on relationships of 
inequality where there is no obligation to reciprocate the labour contribution with a similar 
gift of labour. Relationships based on inequality often characterise those between wife-giving 
and wife-taking groups in which the latter can give labour without the expectation of a later 
reciprocation of labour. While relationships of inequality can lead to one party contributing 
labour without a material return, the other party, if giving labour, may receive a return in 
labour, cash, or wealth items that vastly exceeds the market value of the original labour 
contribution. 
 
Labour’s value in oil palm production 
To understand the role of labour in PNG sociality, it is first necessary to acknowledge that 
labour does not operate in a vacuum separate from daily social life. Rather, labour sits within 
much wider networks of obligations and reciprocity within the household and extended 
kinship groupings that form part of the gift exchange and relational economy of PNG 
described earlier. Gift exchange is, therefore, the foundation upon which social relationships 
are established, affirmed, and expanded, the latter through enrolling individuals and groups in 
wider networks of identity. Through gift exchange, relationships amongst transacting 
individuals and their associated networks and groups are made or re-made. In these 
transactions, an intrinsic relation exists between the item of exchange and its donor, in that 
the exchange item can be conceptualised as constituting ‘parts of persons’ themselves 
(Strathern, 1990, 178). From this perspective, the gift contains the embodiment of the donor 
and is never fully alienated from the person as in commodity transactions (Mauss, [1925] 
1974; Foster 1995; Goddard 2000). In summary then, it is in the sphere of gift exchange, 
which includes the giving and receiving of labour, that social order and social reproduction 
occur and where people’s wellbeing is most prominently determined. 
 
It is within these relational structures of sociality and economy that the culturally specific 
meanings and values attached to labour in oil palm are defined. In the eyes of smallholders, 
when a family member contributes labour to the household or group (wok bung wantaim), 
they are simultaneously reinforcing their relationship and connection to the household and 
other household members. When a husband and wife and other family members work 
cooperatively to harvest oil palm they are collectively reaffirming their relationships to each 
other. Likewise, someone providing labour to a brother, sister or an affine is expressing and 
nourishing her relationship with these kin. For this reason, members of the extended family 
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and kinship group can be found assisting family members with a harvest or garden work 
when it is not necessarily the case that the relative sought help from their relative because of 
labour shortages. In this way, contributing labour to cooperative work activities in oil palm, is 
central to reproducing intra- and interhousehold relationships and is also a public expression 
of household solidarity and the continuing obligations amongst family members (Koczberski, 
2011). 
 
Accompanying the meanings and values attached to labour in export cash crop production is 
the view among smallholders that ‘paying’ for family labour (treating the family member as a 
wage labourer) inserts a dimension of commodity exchange considered antithetical to 
labour’s social value. When labour is given in oil palm production, its value is derived from 
what it symbolises in terms of the specific relationship between the two parties and, therefore, 
cannot be equated directly with some monetary value. When relatives are given cash for 
assisting with oil palm production, smallholders are adamant that it is wrong to interpret these 
transactions according to principles of a market in hired labour or to assume that cash 
‘payments’ are based on the value of the product of that labour. First, the cash given is not a 
‘wage’ for work done. Rather, cash payments symbolise the grower’s appreciation of the gift 
of labour, and recognise the type and status of the relationship between the grower and the 
person giving labour, the generous nature of the grower, and/or their acknowledgement of the 
needs of others. Thus, an important aspect of the co-operative wok bung wantaim strategy is 
that the ‘payment’ of labour does not necessarily reflect labour input but instead is governed 
more by gender, age, and kinship status, as well as by the perceived financial needs of 
individual family members in much the same way as labour is deployed and valued in the 
non-market subsistence economy. 
 
By acknowledging the socially embedded nature of labour in oil palm it is evident that it is 
the social aspect of labour that gives labour its value, and not solely the abstract monetary 
value of the work performed or the value of the product of that labour. When labour in oil 
palm is given within the context of the gift economy, and by extension with its primary role 
in affirming relationships, then its value is specific to the persons giving or receiving the 
labour. These meanings attached to labour in oil palm are similar to the meanings of labour 
reported elsewhere in PNG (see Modjeska, 1982, 51–65; A. Strathern, 1982; Strathern, 1990; 
Fajans, 1993; Kuehling, 2005; Sillitoe, 2006). As Strathern observes in her study in the 
Hagen region of PNG, ‘there is no objectification of work apart from its performance … 
work cannot be measured separately of relationships’ (1990, 160). Thus, to a large extent, 
labour’s value is derived from its role in reaffirming social relations be it in commodity 
production or the subsistence economy. Universal theories of labour value are unable to 
capture these relational and non-market dimensions of labour value. As Sillitoe (2006, 143) 
remarks:  
 
It is to force our categories and ideas on others to assume that labour must 
similarly be seen as the source of value and wealth elsewhere, such as the 
New Guinea Highlands. It results in inappropriate enquiries, such as 
attempts to calculate the labour value contributed by people to the things 
they produce … 
 
Different notions of labour value are therefore clearly more valued among oil palm 
smallholders. As Miller observes not only does a community define for itself what value is, 
but it also ‘creates the conditions under which it can be created or destroyed’ (2008, 1123). 
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Whilst cooperative labour strategies underpin the production strategies of the vast majority of 
village oil palm producers, changing and contested notions of labour value are undermining 
cooperative oil palm production strategies among migrant households on the LSS. Beginning 
in the early to mid 1990s on the Hoskins LSS, second generation co-resident married sons 
increasingly began challenging the wok bung wantaim cooperative production strategy, which 
started to give way to a new production strategy where harvesting and the associated income 
were rotated on a monthly schedule amongst individual co-resident households (Koczberski 
et al., 2001). This new production strategy, known locally as makim mun (literally marked 
month), coincides with the milling company’s monthly payments to smallholders. Under the 
makim mun production strategy, labour is drawn predominantly from the household whose 
month it is to harvest, with occasional recruitment of additional labour from co-resident or 
off-block households. There is less inter-household cooperation in harvesting, and typically, 
work groups are smaller than those following the cooperative, wok bung wantaim production 
strategy. At Hoskins, 50% of LSS blocks identified makim mun as their main production 
strategy in 2002. 
 
LSS blocks that have adopted the makim mun production strategy tend to have a larger 
resident population and a greater number of co-resident households than blocks practising the 
wok bung wantaim strategy (Table 2). The LSSs were established on the basis of individual 
lease holdings over fixed areas of land and a set of land tenure regulations that specified the 
cash crop to be cultivated and the area of land reserved for food production. Under such rigid 
constraints there was no scope for crop substitution and little opportunity for supplementary 
cash cropping in the area of land reserved for food gardens.  
 
Table 2.  Mean population and mean numbers of households per LSS block by oil palm production 
strategy at Hoskins. 
LSS Wok Bung Wantaim Makim Mun 
Mean population 12.2 14.7 
Mean numbers of  
households 
2.5 3.5 
(Source: Koczberski and Curry, 2003) 
 
Thus, when population and economic pressures emerged over time, the range of agricultural 
responses open to LSS smallholders was limited, and social conflict inevitably arose 
(Koczberski, 2011). The wok bung wantaim production strategy that had dominated 
smallholder production came under pressure on several fronts, not least by the demands and 
aspirations of a generation of younger men who began challenging the foundations upon 
which this production strategy relied: centralised control over labour and income, and 
indigenous norms and values, particularly those relating to the indigenous concepts of labour 
value. In the contest between generations, between leaseholder and ordinary block resident, 
between the individual and the group, between modernity and tradition, and between market 
and indigenous economic relations and values, social stresses were heightened and the makim 
mun production strategy was born. By rotating control of production and income among co-
resident households many of the concerns of the younger men were addressed and the 




The shift to the makim mun production strategy illustrates changing and contested notions of 
labour value in three main ways. First, under the makim mun strategy there is less opportunity 
through oil palm production to affirm inter-household relationships and express extra-familial 
solidarity and cohesiveness. As mentioned earlier, the makim mun strategy is characterised by 
more individualised production strategies with much less recruitment of labour from co-
resident households. 
 
Second, the wok bung strategy, where the mobilisation and organisation of harvesting labour 
and the distribution of income are centrally controlled by the head of the block 
(father/blockowner), is replaced by a rotating set of household heads each month making 
decisions regarding labour and income distribution. Thus, households act more autonomously 
as the leaseholder (father/blockowner) relinquishes some authority over labour and income 
flows on the block to his married, co-resident sons. Whilst the head of the block may still 
ensure that harvest months are rotated fairly amongst co-resident households and make farm 
investment decisions, his authority is diminished as decisions over labour and income 
distribution become the responsibility of the household head allocated that month’s 
production. 
 
Third, under the makim mun strategy, labour value becomes more market-based and is 
determined less by indigenous registers of labour value associated with the gift economy. 
Income is retained by the male household head allocated that month’s harvest rounds with 
labour transactions largely excised from the non-market economy and its alternative ways of 
valuing labour, so that remuneration of labour is more likely to reflect market rates of pay. 
There is also limited in-kind payment for labour, and if food is cooked for the work group it 
is usually in addition to, not in lieu of, cash payments for labour. Whilst labour is still partly 
embedded in a framework of reciprocity, a much stronger element of commodification is 
present and market relations begin to be privileged over indigenous economic and social 
relations of production and exchange. Key differences between the two production strategies 
are summarised in Table 3. 
 
Ironically, the transition to a more market based value of labour through adoption of the 
makim mun strategy is associated with lower productivity.5 This is because the capacity to 
mobilise labour under this strategy is reduced, particularly if the makim mun strategy 
emerged in response to prolonged conflict between co-resident households. When co-resident 
households adopt the makim mun strategy and act more autonomously, typically the family 
whose month it is to harvest is unable to call on co-resident households for labour. With less 
inter-household cooperation, harvesting work groups are usually smaller and therefore less of 
the crop is harvested in the three-day harvesting window, especially during high crop periods. 
The total income and production for the block is therefore less than it would be under a wok 
bung wantaim strategy.6 
 
Figure 2 shows the proportions of oil palm crop harvested by settlers and villagers (Y axis) 
against different quantities of crop available for harvesting (X axis). As stated above, settlers 
are much more dependent than villagers on oil palm with an average productivity level of 
60% of plantation production over the five year period. In contrast, villagers, with an average 
productivity level of 38% of plantation production over the same period, are much more 
fickle producers. Turning to look at settlers’ productivity in more detail, it can be seen that as 
the quantity of oil palm fruit available for harvesting increases, as measured by plantation 
production on the X axis, the proportion of the crop they are able to harvest declines. That is, 
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there is an inverse relationship between crop availability and settlers’ productivity (R2 = 
0.63; this is a much stronger relationship than between productivity and price7). 
 
Despite the high population density of the LSS and a large pool of potential co-resident 
labour, settlers are unable to mobilise the extra labour required for harvesting when crop 
availability rises. In contrast, in the village context where the wok bung wantaim strategy is 
by far the dominant production strategy, villagers harvest a larger proportion of the available 
crop as the amount of crop on the palms increases (Figure 2). For villagers, there is a positive 
relationship between crop availability, as measured by plantation production, and 
productivity (R2 = 0.53). By practising the wok bung wantaim labour strategy, village 
producers are able to expand the size of their labour groups at a rate that exceeds the increase 
in the amount of crop on the palms. Villagers, who can easily mobilise labour are therefore 
more motivated to organise harvesting work groups during high crop periods, but rapidly lose 
interest, or shift their labour to other livelihood activities, when there is less crop on the 
palms to be harvested. In effect, high crop periods are an opportunity for the performance of 
labour to realise the social value of labour, while such opportunities are more constrained 
during low crop periods. 
 
Table 3 
Table 3.  Wok bung and Makim mun production strategies compared (Source: Koczberski, 2011).  
 
                   Wok bung                                                    Makim mun 
 




Organisation of harvesting labour and 
the distribution of income is controlled 
by the head of the block 
(father/blockowner). 
 




Labour remuneration is mediated by 
indigenous cultural norms and values. 
 
 
Maintains given generational 
relationships and authority structures. 
 
 
Less inter-household co-operation as 
labour is drawn largely from the 
household whose turn it is to harvest. 
 
Organisation of harvesting labour and 
the distribution of income is largely 
controlled by a different household 
head each month. 
 
Devolution of the authority and control 
of the male leaseholder or head of block 
to married co-resident sons. 
 
Labour remuneration is governed less 
by cultural norms and more in line with 
market values. 
 
Socio-political reorganisation of power 









Figure 2.  Settler and villager production expressed as a percentage of plantation production. 
 
The shift from wok bung wantaim to makim mun is therefore more than a simple 
reorganisation of labour in oil palm production. It signals a significant socio-political 
reorganisation of power and economic relations on a block and an ontological shift in how 
labour is valued. As production shifts to a more market-based system, different values, 
authority, and power relations come to the fore which undermine cooperative inter-household 
labour strategies and the cultural norms and values in which they are embedded. From this 
perspective, the makim mun strategy signifies a substantive social transformation as adult 
sons act to dilute indigenous social and economic relations in favour of more market-oriented 
ones in their attempts to break with past traditions and form new relations of production and 
exchange. In the process, sons are simultaneously contesting given generational relations and 
structures of authority and power. 
 
The period in the lead up to the switch from wok bung wantaim to makim mun is often 
marked by considerable social conflict and tensions amongst family members which become 
more intense on paydays and in the few days immediately following. Values of labour are 
contested, sometimes violently, as the older men struggle to maintain the social value of 
labour in the face of increasing commodification of labour. For many, the transition is from a 
moral economy of labour to an amoral one in which in which indigenous ways of valuing 
labour are debased and undermine established social relationships and roles, and there is a 
marked decline in inter-household cooperation in all spheres of life. Despite the reduction in 
total production and income for the block with the transition to makim mun, for many block 
residents, particularly women, the transition represents a successful innovation because it 
results in a long-term reduction in conflict amongst co-resident families. 
 
In summary, the adoption of the makim mun strategy entails an erosion of indigenous 
socioeconomic relations and ways of valuing labour in oil palm production with a consequent 
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strengthening of market-based relations. Whether or not this change constitutes a permanent 
shift towards market-based labour relations is difficult to tell, given that throughout PNG 
indigenous economic forms and cultural values have shown remarkable resilience and an 
ability to renew and refashion themselves by exploiting new opportunities in the altered 
political and economic context that is modern PNG (for example, Sahlins, 1972; Maclean, 
1989; Nihill, 1989; Goddard, 2000; Imbun, 2000; Connell, 2007). It can be said, however, 
that the shift to more market-based economic relations associated with the makim mun 
strategy remains incomplete and ambiguous because a gift element is still present or 
subsumed within other logics, and can resurface depending on shifting economic and social 
contexts. Moreover, this shift is more one of degree rather than one involving a full 
transformation of economic and social relationships. 
 
Discussion and conclusion 
By presenting a more place-based and relational notion of value that emphasises the co-
constitution of economy and society the paper highlights three points relevant to developing 
new theoretical understandings of ‘development’, processes of commodification and societal 
change. First, the study shows that concepts of labour value are not static and can involve 
struggles over how value is defined. The period immediately preceding the transition to 
makim mun, was often distressing for residents, especially so because in PNG strife and 
social conflict within the group are often perceived to be the cause of illness and misfortune 
(Koczberski and Curry, 1999). In addition to the trauma arising directly from social conflict, 
the rise in more market-based ways of valuing labour exacerbated social stresses within and 
between families and across generations. Instead of reproducing social and kinship 
relationships, the new relations of production associated with makim mun eroded the social 
value of labour, and rather than strengthening relationships amongst families, began to 
weaken them. 
 
Second, the study suggests that the Theories of Value used to frame much geographical 
research may not necessarily correspond with the value and values of our research subjects. 
As Sillitoe (2006, 121) puts it, 
 
[t]he capitalist hierarchy depends to a large extent on the sort of work you 
do and, up to a certain point, the income you receive and hence your 
material standard of living, and there is a tendency to import these values 
into interpretations of arrangements elsewhere. 
 
In other words, there may be a disjuncture between research subjects’ notions of value and 
the Theories of Value imposed on them by outside researchers (Sillitoe, 2006). Thus, the 
concept of a universal source of labour value needs to be re-examined in favour of other more 
place-based conceptions of labour value that emphasise the relational dimensions of economy 
and indigenous ways of defining value. This means exposing the various, and sometimes 
contradictory, forms of value and meanings that invest labour and are associated with 
different constructions of sociality, personhood and economy. 
 
Exposing these other values involves disassembling the concept of value and labour to 
highlight labour’s social value. This involves what Rigg (2007) terms, theorising ‘upwards’ 
by using empirical data from the developing world to inform theory rather than grafting on to 
the developing world models and understandings of sociality and economy developed in 
western/ European contexts (see also Yeung and Lin, 2003; Pollard et al., 2009). In this 
reverse form of theorising, the assumed transformation of indigenous socio-economies into 
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market-based production and exchange can be rethought to accommodate the enduring 
influences of the indigenous socio-economy and its alternative registers of value. As Miller 
(2008, 1124) emphasises, to find out what value is, we must find out what value does, 
because ‘people seem to find their use of the term value, valuable.’ 
 
Finally, and related to the previous point, there can be real world consequences when policies 
and development strategies in the developing world are underpinned by Theories of Value 
that are not shared by the recipient communities. Miller goes as far as to argue that the 
adoption of universal bottom-lines of value can undermine a group’s welfare because their 
own systems of value are marginalised. Using the example of Marx’s labour theory of value, 
Miller explains: 
 
… at a structural level Marx’s approach can be seen to cause some of the 
most problematic consequences in the contemporary use of the term. For 
Marx, grounding value in a bottom line, in his case labour, was the very 
means to ensure its re-attachment to the welfare of populations. But 
reviewing uses of the term more generally suggests that such bottom-line 
approaches almost invariably, whatever their intent, end up taking us away 
from the integration of value and values. These … ultimately detract from, 
rather than enhance, the welfare of populations. This is partly because they 
take us away from respect for that population’s own use of value to express 
their own sense of welfare (Miller, 2008, 1124). 
 
By paying greater attention to and respect of indigenous registers of value we can avoid 
devaluing other people’s values important for their welfare, but which are so often trampled 
on, if not destroyed, in the name of development. Hence, the lineal models of socio-economic 
transformation commonly used in development geography, and which underpin development 
projects more broadly, would benefit from incorporating notions of hybrid forms of 
development, ones in which other values and meanings of what it means to be ‘developed’ 
can be accommodated. This requires acknowledging that capitalist-style development and 
market-based development interventions in the developing world are not always aligned with 
indigenous notions of development and registers of value and, therefore, often fail because 
they are not taken up when project funding ceases. A better strategy is to identify ways that 
development initiatives based on market and capitalist style development can be inflected to 
better serve other types of development, for example, in contexts that enhance the social 
value of labour. 
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1. Production data were excluded from plantation and smallholder divisions where large-scale 
planting or replanting had occurred during this period. 
2. Because of the temporal irregularity of the palm census surveys, the palm census data were 
interpolated from one census survey to the next using equations to smooth the data run 
through time. There were two palm census surveys during the data period (December 
2001 and December 2002), with one before and one after the period of the data run. 
3. The mobilisation of cooperative labour groups work is also commonly used by cocoa 
smallholders in East New Britain Province during the seasonal cocoa ‘flush’ period 
(Curry et al., 2007). 
4. A variety of indigenous mechanisms for mobilising family, extra-familial and communal 
labour for large agricultural tasks, have been reported from numerous agricultural 
societies (for example, Berry, 1993; Netting, 1993; Stone, 1997; 2001; Englund, 1999; 
Whitehead, 2002). 
5. The atomisation of production units means that individual co-resident households are 
reluctant to cooperate in other oil palm production tasks such as block maintenance 
tasks, or to invest in farm inputs or loan repayments. Repayments for farm inputs like 
fertiliser are borne disproportionately by the family whose turn it is to harvest while 
benefits of higher yields are shared by all co-resident households allocated a harvest 
month. 
6. Preliminary data from Senny Kapia Mendano for Hoskins indicate that harvested tonnes 
per ha are lower for LSS blocks practising the makim mun strategy than those still 
following the wok bung wantaim production strategy. 
7. Price had a very limited influence on smallholder productivity, particularly among settlers. 
Price explained only 0.5% (R2 = 0.0055) of the variation in settlers’ production and just 
9% (R2 = 0.089) of the variation in villagers’ production. This was over quite a large 
price range from K51/tonne to K204/tonne. The absence of a significant price response 
does not mean that it is unimportant for smallholders. During interviews in late 2000 
and early 2001 both settlers and villagers complained bitterly about the low oil palm 
prices prevailing at the time. 
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